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 2 
Introduction 
 
Today, academic special collections and archives are acquiring materials that do 
not fit the standard processing procedures of analog, or paper materials. Traditionally, 
academic archivists have acquired collections that consisted of paper materials, both print 
and manuscript. Increasingly those collections are becoming mixed media collections that 
contain traditional analog materials, as well as audiovisual materials that record sound 
and/or images, such as DVDs, VHS tapes, cassette tapes, CDs, miniDVs, and born-digital 
materials, such as computer files, folders, and sound/image files created on a hard drive. 
Archivists are responsible for processing or “the [accessioning], arrangement, 
description, and housing of archival materials for storage and use by patrons,”i when a 
collection comes into their possession. The arrangement, “[organization of] materials 
with respect to their provenance and original order, to protect their context and archive 
physical or intellectual control over the materials,”ii  and even the description, “The 
process of creating a finding aid or other access tools that allow individuals to browse a 
surrogate of the collection,”iii  of mixed media collections has no universal standard and 
is not easily discernable within the current archival literature.   
 In the summer of 2017, I was part of a team of archivists that processed a mixed 
media collection at the Rubenstein Rare Book and Manuscript Library at Duke 
University. The records of the International Center for Transitional Justice (ICTJ) contain
200 page boxes of paper records, 2000 audiovisual items, and two hard drives with 
140,000 electronic records. We separated the processing of this collection into three 
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different steps: paper, then audiovisual, then electronic records. We created four major 
series for the paper materials, physically arranged them according to these series, and 
described them at a file level or above that at the sub-series level. There was no itemized 
processing or description. We then came to the audiovisual materials and were at a loss as 
to how to proceed. We knew that we did not want to create a separate audiovisual series. 
The audiovisual materials in the collection were meant to be intellectually arranged with 
the paper materials. Much of the audiovisual material related to the paper materials. With 
this in mind we consulted our audiovisual archivist. The audiovisual archivist, however, 
insisted we create an itemized inventory for the materials and then import that inventory 
into the collection guide (or finding aid). We processed the audiovisual materials in this 
manner, but it did not fit the philosophy that we started with at the beginning of 
processing the paper materials. We had to abandon our file level or above processing 
standard and utilize our time and resources to itemized description. Intellectually 
reintegrating the audiovisual materials, and describing them at the item level, with the 
paper materials made the most sense, for the user to understand the connections between 
the formats, but at the end of this process we all decided there must be a better way to 
process and intellectually arrange audiovisual materials in collection guides. The 
collection guide for the ICTJ records is hard to navigate. It leaves the user lost within 
multiple arrangement and description standards. The paper documents are clearly 
arranged differently than the audiovisual materials. The item-level description for the 
audiovisual materials leaves the user scrolling endlessly through excessive information in 
the collection guide.  
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The end of this project left me wondering whether this processing strategy and 
intellectual arrangement of mixed media collections effect the discoverability of 
audiovisual materials? If so, why are institutions doing it?  
In exploring the collection guides of Duke’s peer institutions, it becomes clear 
that there is no one, universal strategy for how to process mixed media collections. 
Arrangement and description practices differ from institution to institution and some of 
them are much like how we processed the ICTJ records, where there was an effort to 
integrate the intellectual arrangement of audiovisual and paper materials. Other 
collections separate the audiovisual materials, no matter their relationships with the paper 
materials, into an audiovisual series. The connections and relationships between the 
materials are not clearly represented in the collection guide and may not be evident to the 
user. 
This research seeks to understand how institutions are approaching large mixed 
media collections and why. Through semi-structured interviews with 10 archivists at 
Duke University’s peer institutions, this research will explore several perspectives on the 
processing of mixed-material collections. First, it seeks to understand the variety of 
processing strategies that archivists use with audiovisual collections. Do they process 
audiovisual and paper materials at the same time or do they divide these into two 
processes? Do they process the items individually or do they treat them at the file, folder, 
sub-series, series or box level? How do they make these processing decisions? Second, 
this research seeks to understand how archivists then intellectually arrange mixed media 
collections in a collection guide or finding aid. Do they use the same level of description 
for paper and audiovisual materials? Why or why not? In understanding the way that 
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institutions process mixed-material collections, this research seeks to illuminate the best 
strategies for both physical processing and intellectual arrangement of audiovisual 
materials in archival collections. 
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Literature Review  
 
 The processing, description, and arrangement of audiovisual materials first and 
foremost relies on the traditional archival principles of provenance and original order. 
Terry Cook’s “The Tyranny of the Medium: A Comment on Total Archives,” discusses 
the disappearing nature of provenance as institutions acquire differing formats of 
materials. He states, “the internal divisions of archival institutions along media lines has 
created a de facto fragmentation of the archival whole, as defined by the principle of 
provenance.”iv He argues that this separation and concentration on media type is done at 
the expense of an archival whole. Cook understands that “storage, handling, circulation, 
and conservation of the various media obviously require different approaches,”v but he 
also asserts that when we fragment media divisions we are scattering our collections and 
making them harder for researchers to access and understand as a functional whole. Much 
like Cook, William Leary asserts, “The traditional archival principle of provenance 
applies to the processing of all audiovisual media. Documenting their organizational and 
functional origins helps to explain the crucial question of why materials were created, 
preserves the interrelationships among materials created in a series, and maintains the
connecting links between visual images or recorded sound and related documentation.”vi 
Leary goes on to say that while provenance is held to the highest accord, because without 
provenance you cannot discover the connections between materials, original order is not. 
He says, “the archivist’s traditional concern to discern and perfect an arrangement pattern 
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is highly irrelevant.”vii For Leary, item level processing and intellectual arrangement are 
the top priorities for audiovisual archivists, while physical arrangement is not an 
important factor in access.  
 In 2016, the Archives of American Art completed a three-year project examining 
tensions that Leary and Cook raise. They looked to develop specific tools for mixed-
media manuscript collections to “ensure better physical and intellectual access to 
audiovisual materials.”viii In the arrangement and description portion of their project they 
concluded that “a wholesale adoption of item-level standards for describing audiovisual 
materials can be problematic.”ix They explain, “item-level descriptive information 
systems tend to be flat and do a poor job of expressing relationship among records so 
described.”x Unlike Leary, they believe that the level of processing for the collection, 
should be the level of description in finding aids or catalog records. If the whole 
collection is not described at the item level, the detailed description of audiovisual 
materials “may mislead researchers as to [audiovisual materials’] significance in relation 
to other records in the collection that have been more efficiently described.”xi 
Additionally, in direct contrast with Leary’s physical arrangement priorities, the Archives 
of American Art do not believe that audiovisual materials should be automatically 
separated from other materials. Much like Cook’s vision of a total archive, they 
understand that “in any mixed-media collection, chances are that at least some of the 
audiovisual media is related to paper or other types of records in the collection.”xii The 
archival whole can be preserved, both physically and intellectually. Furthermore, “an 
inventory of media types is not an adequate description of archival recordings, although 
such description is commonly found in finding aids.”xiii Leary’s idea of item level 
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description goes against the authors of the Archive of American Art Project conclusions, 
as well as Cook’s assertions, that division only causes researchers to struggle to use 
collections adequately or at all. 
The presentation of the description of audiovisual materials in online finding aids 
presents another topic of discussion in the processing of mixed-media collections. In 
Christopher Prom’s analysis of Greene and Meissner’s sub-sample of archives, he 
indicates that archivists are applying descriptive practices in different ways and at 
different levels of intensity.xiv The inconsistency, where some institutions are creating 
item-level lists, while some are taking advantage of series descriptions and folder lists, 
creates problems for online finding aid users. Burt Altman and John Nemmers’s usability 
research indicated “navigation as a central concern for online finding aid functionality, 
because users needed to be aware of “where they were” in the collection at all times.”xv 
Elizabeth Yakel’s usability study indicated similarities in users struggles to understand 
the structure and hierarchy of archival description.xvi  As time passed, the archival 
community recognized that finding aid navigation, “inconsistently implemented labeling 
practices [and created] long narratives, big blocks of text, and difficult to browse 
containers lists” which made the online finding aid hard to utilize.xvii The excessive focus 
on item level description displayed in complicated hierarchies created problems not only 
of navigation, but consequently dissuaded users from taking advantage of the materials in 
collections.  
These problems of navigation confusion in finding aids are further exacerbated by 
the presence of audiovisual materials. Rachel Walton suggests that finding aid description 
can be guided by a few principles to make guides more accessible. Her suggestion of 
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implementing “a navigational system that can present content at varying degrees of 
granularity to avoid information overload for users”xviii is reflected in McShea’s 
guidelines for audiovisual materials in online finding aids. McShea notes that the 
Archives of American Art encourages finding aid creators to “limit their description to 
the minimum needed for physical and intellectual access.”xix McShea suggests, following 
along Walton’s suggestions of granularity, that audiovisual material can be described in 
the aggregate. Each tape does not need to be listed at the item level if it is part of a larger 
set of tapes. “Archivists can guide the researcher to key documents in series descriptions 
that will help unlock the content”xx without the need to complicate finding aid navigation 
or the risk of losing the user in long lists, effectively non-usable inventories, of 
audiovisual materials. Yet in a brief look at online finding aids across ten academic 
archives, most online finding aids list audiovisual materials at the item-level in long 
inventory style lists, in complicated hierarchies.xxi 
 In examining the literature surrounding archival processing, institutional manuals 
and processing guides are a critical piece to understanding the ways archival theory is 
interpreted in actual practice. Academic institutions create processing manuals to lay 
forth the policies, procedures, and expectations for staff that process manuscript or 
mixed-media collections. These manuals are usually created through a combination of 
local standards and practice, as well as national standards for processing archival 
collections.xxii and their content typically covers how to perform a variety of tasks 
ranging from creating an accession record to the processing, arrangement, and description 
of a collection, and final publication of an online finding aid.  
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While institutions vary in local practices, their processing manuals treat 
audiovisual materials in a similar manner. Of the processing manuals I consulted, all, but 
one, Michigan’s, called for immediate separation of audiovisual materials from any other 
type of media, analog or digital. This is necessary for preservation purposes, but several 
of the academic libraries, including Yale’s Beinecke Library, Harvard’s Houghton 
Library, the University of Maryland Libraries, and Duke’s Rubenstein Library, explicitly 
state that audiovisual materials should be treated as a separate subseries. Yale proposes 
having cross-references to the paper materials, but does not see integration as a 
possibility.xxiii Duke states that audiovisual materials are not only separated, but that they 
are described at the item-level. The processing manual states that “without an item-level 
inventory, it is highly unlikely that audiovisual resources will be used.”xxiv The 
University of California Libraries also believe that “item-level descriptive information is 
more useful to a researcher than a careful hierarchical description.”xxv The UC Libraries 
do deviate from the item-level description requirement only when audiovisual items have 
homogenous content, then they can be described at the series level.  
A deviation from this pattern of item-level description is noted in the Bentley 
Library at the University of Michigan processing manual, which asserts that the processor 
should try to preserve the original order of materials without physically separating 
formats. The description of the audiovisual materials in the online finding aid should 
match the level of description for the entire collection and for intellectual access, physical 
access, and the description of the relationships among the records in the collection. 
However, this is confusing because they later state that each audiovisual material should 
be described at the item-level.xxvi  While most of these processing manuals agree about 
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the time commitment necessary to facilitate item-level description and access, the subtle 
disagreements show the lack of uniformity in the academic archival community about 
how to best provide effective and useful access to these important collections. These 
differences highlight the disparity between practice and theory in these academic archival 
settings. 
 The literature, up to this point, is in contention with the practices that are carried 
out by institutions. Institutions with mixed-media collections fall back on the ideas that 
Cook warned against. The separation of materials, the complicated arrangements, and the 
almost unnavigable finding aids, leave a gap as to what sort of framework is required to 
build a set of best practices for the arrangement and description of audiovisual materials 
in mixed-media archival collections.  
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Methods 
 
Given the lack of both formal scholarship and institutional processing manuals in 
regard to the processing of the mixed-material collections above and the resulting 
audiovisual description, a qualitative approach was deemed most appropriate for this 
study. This study also aims to understand the why behind the ways archival institutions 
and interviews were determined to be the best method to explore the reasons behind 
processing, arrangement and description decisions because of the nature of the research 
questions (Appendix B). 
Ten of the Rubenstein Rare Book and Manuscript Library’s peer institutions, as well 
as the Rubenstein itself, were selected for inclusion, with an e-mail solicitation sent to 
each archivist as a prospective participant.xxvii  Of the ten institutions, nine agreed to 
participate in this study. Semi-structured interviews lasting around thirty minutes were 
conducted in a variety of means, depending on the respondent’s preferences: one in-
person and eight phone interviews were collected and transcribed. The primary purpose 
of the interview was to discuss each participant’s work processing and describing mixed-
material collections, the ways in which these procedures affect audiovisual material 
discoverability by patrons in online finding aids, and the effectiveness of current best 
practices of the description of audiovisual material in mixed-material collections across 
institutions. Participants were asked about their own practices in processing mixed-
material collections, their institutional guidelines for processing, the ways audiovisual
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materials are described and arranged in online finding aids, the effectiveness of their 
description for the users, and finally about the ways inter-institutional inconsistencies in 
online finding aids affects user’s abilities to navigate mixed-material collections across 
institutions.
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Results 
 
Of the nine archivists interviewed, three self-identified as processing archivists, three 
as audiovisual archivists, two as manuscript archivists or archivists in the manuscript 
division, and one as a former processing archivist, now in charge of writing the 
guidelines and advising project archivists on how to process AV materials in collections.
Columbia University 
 The archivist at Columbia explained that “as an institution, we are moving beyond 
just paper based collections. Collections are containing more AV and mixed 
materials”xxviii; there are new materials, new formats, and specifically more mixed-
material collections coming in the door. For Columbia, the focus is on processing 
quickly. The archivist explained that they have a processing manual, but it is not current 
and is more of “an informal checklist for acquainting to local practices, with no section 
about AV.”xxix They use a minimal level of processing for collections, but realize that 
they do have to accommodate the needs of specific materials, specifically audiovisual 
materials. The archivist explains that because Columbia is focused on making materials 
accessible through digitization, item-level description must take place for each AV item. 
In order to digitize, items must be described at the item level within the collection both 
moving forward and in looking backward at remedying the aggregate descriptions of AV 
in “legacy”xxx collections. 
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The archivist explained that while AV materials may be described at the item level, 
they are still processed within the context of their corresponding paper materials. Despite 
the need for different description elements and often different housing, Columbia strives 
to keep materials intellectually integrated. The archivist explains that “intellectual 
arrangement and description treats materials as information objects, not format specific 
entities.”xxxi This integrated arrangement is to “make it as easy as possible for users to 
move between the paper and AV. [We] strive to make sure original order is maintained to 
allow description to provide the contextual information on how the AV belongs with the 
paper.”xxxii They make use of scope/content notes or sub-series to break up long lists of 
AV and the archivist noted that there can be a time and place for aggregation: “when it is 
the same date, place, person, or regular interval of dates, but digitization currently 
demands item level. If there is a way to move to higher level description for digitization, 
aggregation may find a useful place.”xxxiii In general, item-level integrated description is 
the aim for the highest levels of discovery of AV materials within finding aids. 
Duke University 
Many collections come into Duke with the AV separated from the paper materials 
because of the way they are packaged for shipping or accessioning and “mixed doesn’t 
happen as much as it should, even though we want it to be in a place where all of it is 
together and related in a finding aid.”xxxiv The manual for processing AV, described in the 
literature review, is outdated (approximately 2012) and most processing decisions are 
made on an individual “and ad hoc basis [because] so many collections have their own 
needs it is hard to develop a methodology.”xxxv Most AV processing at Duke stops at the 
rehousing and accessing stage, unless a grant is awarded or there are plans for digitization 
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plan In these cases, the material is sorted by format and is given an individual identifier. 
While the physical arrangement is often according to format, the intellectual arrangement 
of the AV and paper is reflected in the metadata.  
For Duke, the mandate is to always describe AV at the item level, “otherwise it is 
inaccessible.”xxxvi Within the finding aid, the AV should be intellectually placed with the 
paper materials because “that is the way the user is looking for it. [The finding aid] has to 
make the relationships clear. Listing materials is not helpful and confusing, you have to 
make the internal logic clear and [use the description] to get the user close to the 
item.”xxxvii The ICTJ collection listed AV as separate sub-series intellectually integrated 
into the description of corresponding materials, in order to help the user access the 
materials at the item-level and within the description of the other materials. The item-
level brings the user to the specific material they are looking for, rather than making users 
come to the archive and sort, often without success, through a box labeled 36 VHS tapes.  
Yale University 
At Yale, everyone works with mixed-material collections, as “AV cuts across all the 
collections.”xxxviii There is a manual that is helpful for “informing parts of the process, but 
[we] are interacting with materials in such different ways that it is not applicable to all 
collections.”xxxix Despite the broad-based nature of the manual, the archivist explains that 
the AV section of the manual is consulted all of the time. Processing takes place at 
various levels for various materials, but the archivist explained that Yale dealt with a 
backlog by doing baseline description, many years ago, that led to misunderstandings 
about what AV was actually contained within the collection. These older collections are 
being revisited to digitize all magnetic media and to change the description of those 
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materials to item level. The archivist stressed that in both looking backward and moving 
forward, all AV is described at the item level.  
“Paper and AV are processed at the same time, but often at different levels.”xl As 
noted, the AV is at the item level, but Yale tries to keep the paper and AV description 
intellectually integrated. The only exception is when the sheer volume of AV warrants its 
own series. That series “will be described by format and a scope/content note will note 
any relationships between AV and paper.”xli The archivist explains, “physical and 
intellectual don’t need to coincide, you can allow connections to be honored even in 
separate series, but the material is only as discoverable as we make it.”xlii The 
discoverability of those materials can take place outside of the physical boxes, but it 
should be prioritized in description. 
University of Chicago 
The University of Chicago is facing, like many institutions, a growing number of 
collections that contain both paper and AV materials. The archivist explained that a 
majority of the time, the collections they acquire contain mixed formats, with AV 
specifically coming into play much of the time. Processing these collections takes into 
account the resources they have, as well as the user demand. “Accessions get a full 
inventory when they come in the door and we have a processing manual, that explains 
what to do if more processing is deemed necessary.”xliii The University of Chicago’s 
manual advocates for MPLP and spells out the priorities for levels of processing. There is 
no AV section in the manual, as it is considered “format agnostic.”xliv If AV is already 
grouped together it will form a separate AV series, but if it is integrated into the paper it 
will be intellectually integrated.  
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The University of Chicago archivist explained that AV should be described at the 
item level, as that is the “best way for users to access it,”xlv but the decision to describe at 
the item level is not absolute. At the University of Chicago, arrangement is prioritized by 
physical rather than intellectual groupings. The archivist explained that like-formats will 
be housed together and thus described together, rather than housing those formats 
together, but then describing them differently as to their content. They are looking at 
what is required to serve the researcher, but also how to group like formats to describe at 
higher levels. For the University of Chicago, physical rehousing determines intellectual 
description. The connection between AV and paper can be made through a scope note. 
The archivist adds that “often we separate materials into separate series, but they will be 
linked intellectually through scope or series notes. This narrative form points out the 
connections and the finding aid relies heavily on keyword searching to enable the user to 
find related materials.”xlvi 
Princeton University 
At Princeton University, AV “was previously handled on an ad hoc basis, but now 
[we] are trying to handle it in a more comprehensive manner.”xlvii Previously, AV within 
mixed collections, was dealt with based on user demand and the description varies in 
these “legacy” collections. There is a new processing manual that does not specifically 
separate AV into a section, but rather tries to integrate AV processing throughout to get 
better descriptions of collections as a whole. Paper and AV are processed simultaneously 
and items are not always described at the item level. The archivist explains, “regardless 
of format, the content will dictate the level of description. At times, it may not make 
sense to describe AV in the finding aid at the item level.”xlviii 
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The finding aid strives to “describe by function rather than format, making 
intellectually arrangement the aim for all formats.”xlix The archivist also notes that 
description level depends on the materials, “aggregate description can facilitate access, 
but in some cases, item level is more important.”l While the finding aid description can 
be at multiple levels, the archivist explains that digitization requires the item level, but 
they point out that we do not want digitization technology to drive how we describe 
materials for users. It is important to facilitate access and if that is not at the item level, 
the archivist believes we cannot let those digitization priorities change processing 
priorities. 
University of Michigan 
The University of Michigan also relies heavily on MPLP, but understands that a 
number of collections require much more processing. The processing manual was 
revisited recently, as seen in the literature review, “the AV section was rebuilt and 
undergoes yearly revisions.”li This was done because Michigan wanted to focus on 
“enhancing the way AV materials are described because that needed to be folded into the 
preservation process.”lii AV is now described at the item level, “some basic item-level 
description for every object,”liii to digitize and track preservation, but also because it 
helps users find things online. In revising the processing manual, the archivist notes, “it 
has been hard to convince staff that itemization is necessary,” but it is for users.  
The finding aid aims for AV to be intellectually described with the paper materials, 
but large sections of AV will be their own series. The archivist explains that while item-
level description should be integrated into the paper materials, “it can be easier for users 
to have an AV series, so it is clear to them that there is a whole large section of AV.”liv  
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The archivist further explains, “having an intellectual description helps to put materials 
together, no matter the format, which provides context and places the AV into context, 
rather than in a vacuum. It helps the user to find all the related materials.”lv The finding 
aid can be used to both enhance the way materials are described, at the item level, but 
also provide enough context for the user to make meaning.  
University of Maryland 
The University of Maryland has an extensive processing manual with a section for 
AV. The archivist explained that they used to separate materials by format, but this had 
major consequences, including lost materials and mistakes in description. This practice 
has been abandoned, but the large backlog in AV materials still creates problems for the 
future description of AV materials. With the backlog, the archivist explains that item-
level is not always possible, but if it can be done the archivist strongly advocates for 
processing AV at the item level, “unless it is clear that it is a series.”lvi They explain that 
“paper can be done at a higher level, but each tape has its own unique information so it 
must be done [at the item level]. It doesn’t convey much to the researcher if you say “2.5 
linear feet of audiovisual materials,” each item is unique and you cannot know the 
content in any other way than at the item level.”lvii 
The finding aid is “just generally trying to maximize discoverability.”lviii The 
collection description clearly identifies all formats and then makes notes in the 
descriptions to the links between materials. The finding aid description is heavily 
dependent on the original order: “If the AV arrives from an organization, it is generally 
intellectually kept in the same series based on how they were organized. If it comes from 
an individual and the organization is not clear, then [the AV] is separated into its own 
 21 
series.”lix Intellectual arrangement takes place on a case by case basis, but the user relies 
on links or descriptions of the AV’s relationship to the paper to make sense of those 
relationships. 
Emory University 
While Emory University takes an MPLP approach to processing, in that material is 
processed as it is accessioned and is available at the point of accession, AV is noted when 
the collection is accessioned and is always considered for deeper levels of description. 
The focus at Emory has largely shifted to “focus on materials being arranged 
intellectually, rather than by format.”lx The processing manual was revised in 2017 and it 
includes all documentation of a standard practice of processing mixed-material 
collections. The archivist explains, “[We] process the paper first then go back to the AV 
and describe it at the item level to see the ways that it fits in. The AV must be described 
at the item level because that is the way it is accessible.”lxi The archivist acknowledges 
that it takes more time, but that materials “are being used a lot more. It is easier to find 
them and in turn to use them.”lxii This practice carries into the finding aid because AV is 
always at the item level and generally contains description that intellectually integrates 
paper and AV materials. The archivist said, “intellectual arrangement facilitates the user 
in making connections without the extra steps.”lxiii 
Harvard University 
At Harvard, the processing manual gives guidelines about what to do with materials, 
but the AV section “does not talk about rehousing or description.”lxiv The archivist 
explained that the general process for mixed-material collections starts with separating 
the AV from the paper. “The AV is usually described in a separate series, but if there are 
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only one or two items that will be described within the papers.”lxv Generally, they arrange 
AV materials chronologically in their own series and always process those AV items at 
the item level “because it is necessary for digitization.”lxvi This process allows for a more 
“holistic vision of the collection for the researcher”lxvii because before, the AV would 
have been separated out into its own collection. “Now it is within the finding aid, but 
listed as a separate series.”lxviii  
The AV is arranged chronologically within the finding aid, “but sometimes the series 
of the paper is mimicked into the AV series.”lxix The only time description of AV 
materials is integrated is for oral histories and transcripts. The archivist explains, “having 
both AV and paper in the same finding aid, rather than separate ones, allows the user to 
make connections. Doing item level description also allows discovery for the user and 
gives them greater access.”lxx The description, according to the archivist, has to be 
general enough to let people discover what they want and used by the researcher as a 
keyword searched tool.
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Conclusions 
The results of the semi-structured interviews gave rise to three major conclusions: 
item level processing of audiovisual materials is the only way to provide proper and 
sufficient access to those materials, arrangement of audiovisual materials in collections 
should facilitate connections between audiovisual and analog/paper materials, and the 
finding aid differs across institutions, relative to goals and resources. 
Seven out of the nine archivists interviewed concluded that all audiovisual 
material should be described at the item level all of the time. The general consensus was 
that the audiovisual material cannot be used, discovered, or accessible if it is not 
described, in the finding aid, at the item level. The item level allows for digitization 
workflows to move forward, but it also allows for users to make sense of exactly what is 
in each box. The archivist at Michigan explained that each audiovisual item has unique 
properties, data, and information. These unique properties cannot be described in the 
aggregate, they must be captured at the item level.lxxi The differing opinions came from 
the archivist at Princeton, who concluded that function, not format should dictate 
descriptionlxxii and the archivist at the University of Chicago, who noted that physical 
arrangement often prioritizes item level description, allowing for like formats to be 
described in the aggregate. The archivist at Princeton also noted that we must not let 
digitization processes drive the ways in which we describe items for researchers. These 
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two processes have different goals, so archivists must ask themselves: am I describing at 
the item level for users or am I describing at the item level because it is mandated for 
digitization? Often those two processes go hand in hand, as several of the archivists 
interviewed pointed out, as the only way to preserve audiovisual files is through 
digitization. As formats, media, and playback equipment become obsolete we have to 
consider digitization as the only preservation process and thus process for access to 
audiovisual materials. Despite this reality, the archivist from Princeton’s point rings true. 
We must consider the user in item level description. Accessibility is key, but that 
accessibility must serve the user.  
While these nine interviews cannot give rise to a generalizable conclusion, it 
seems that item level description of audiovisual materials may be the key to discovery. If 
we are to curate, processing, and make accessible collections with mixed-materials, 
archivists must take the time to itemize the audiovisual materials in these collections. 
While audiovisual material is often described at the item level for digitization purposes, it 
can serve the needs of the user, too. The archivist at Duke concludes, “if you are working 
with audiovisual materials, you are working at the item level, otherwise it is 
inaccessible.”lxxiii Accessibility is the goal and item level description is the overarching 
conclusion.  
 Closely related to the aims of accessibility in item level description is the way that 
description is utilized in an online finding aid. While item level description of audiovisual 
materials helps users to discover the items, the way these materials are shown to be 
related to the paper materials, or even born digital materials, in a mixed-material 
collection finding aid is just as important to accessibility and discoverability. Seven out 
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of the nine archivists interviewed agreed that audiovisual material, whether at the item-
level or not, must be intellectually integrated with the other materials in the collection in 
order for that material to be useful. Arrangement facilitates the user in making 
connections between materials that have relationships. The archivist at Columbia 
explained that materials in a collection, no matter the format, should be treated as 
information objects, not format specific materials.lxxiv The intellectually arranged 
collection, rather than the collection arranged by format, aids the researcher in making 
the connections between related materials. The further paper and audiovisual materials 
are separated, the harder it is for the user to make the connection that one supports the 
other. A few of the archivists noted that large audiovisual components of a collection 
sometimes warrant their own series, but mimicking the series of the paper may be the 
best way to combat users from getting lost. Description by format does nothing for a user. 
Format means very little when a user is focused on content. When we focus on format, 
we distract the user from the context of the audiovisual materials. As the archivist from 
Michigan explains, intellectual arrangement builds the context of the audiovisual 
materials by allowing the user to see those materials as part of the whole. Those 
audiovisual materials were not created in a vacuum and their relationships with the paper 
materials should be made clear to facilitate the discoverability of context and content. 
That context can be aided by scope notes, but intellectual arrangement enhances the 
connection. 
 While two archivists, Harvard and the University of Chicago, do not intellectually 
integrate mixed-materials in collections, they do focus, much like the other seven 
archivists, on making contextual notes that link collections. The notes can make it clear to 
 26 
users that certain audiovisual materials have relationships with materials in other formats, 
but they are not enough. Archivists should be aiming to help users understand those 
connections by arranging the materials together. Furthermore, separating audiovisual 
materials and then arranging by format or chronologically, as Harvard does, may harm 
understanding of the original order of the creator. If audiovisual materials come as their 
own part of the collection, separated from the other materials, and it makes very little 
sense to integrate them intellectually, the order should try to be maintained. The paper 
series should be mimicked. Imposing our own order, especially chronologically or by 
format, on an audiovisual series can potentially harm the users understanding of the 
context surrounding these materials. 
It should be noted that physical arrangement does not matter as much as 
intellectual arrangement. Audiovisual often has to be rehoused and separated from paper 
materials for preservation purposes, but it can still be integrated into the finding aid 
description intellectually.  
The last conclusion drawn from these interviews is that the finding aid is not a 
universal tool to be standardized across institutions. Several archivists concluded that a 
standard finding aid would be an ideal aim, but the resources across institutions limit the 
mandate for standardization. While these archivists generally agree on the ways finding 
aids should describe audiovisual materials, they all take different forms in an online 
finding aid. The archivist from Duke explained, “we are all just flying by the seat of our 
pants”lxxv and finding aids differ because processes, resources, and goals differ. Further 
research might be useful in considering how the online finding aid, despite differing 
institutions, is used as a tool for discoverability. Do the differing formats matter if 
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audiovisual materials are described at the item level and intellectually integrated with 
related materials? The question of item-level display within the finding aid is another 
area for further research. While item level description is the only way to aid researcher’s 
discoverability of materials, do item level inventories belong in finding aids? Can we 
instead link users out of finding aids to inventories? Users need to have access to the item 
level, but where is that access appropriate? These questions should be considered in 
understanding how users access materials regardless of format. 
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Appendix A: Interview Questions 
 
1. In what ways do you interact with mixed-format/media/material collections? 
2. How do you/your institution make processing decisions? 
3. How do you/your institution actually process materials? What is the general 
workflow from start (accessioning of materials) to finish (published online finding 
aid)? 
4. Do you have a processing guide/manual specific to your institution? 
a. Does this processing guide/manual inform your work? How so? 
b. Do you generally follow its procedures? Why or why not? 
c. Does it have a section for processing audiovisual materials? 
i. What are the specifications about processing A/V? 
ii. What does that section specify about mixed-format/media/material 
collection processing? 
iii. How does it say to process and arrange these materials? 
5. Do you process paper and AV at the same time or separately? 
a. If separately do you process them at the same level? Do you represent 
them in at the same level in the finding aid description? Do you list A/V at 
the item level? 
b. If separately why do you separate the processing of A/V and paper 
materials? 
c. What do you do if the materials relate to each other? Do you place them in 
separate series or do you try to combine series? (i.e. can the paper and A/V 
be described in the same series) 
d. If you process them at the same time, how does this process look? What 
do you do about item level A/V processing? Do you process at the same 
level? 
6. Do you always process A/V at the item level? Is this true for every collection? 
Why or why not? 
7. What are the advantages and disadvantages to the established method in your 
institution for processing A/V or mixed-format/material/media collections? 
8. Do digital projects play a role in how you process? If something is slated for 
digitization does this change how you process, describe, and arrange? 
a. When performing work for public facing digital projects are you required 
to do item-level description?  
i. For example, in the Rubenstein Library our Digital Production 
Center requires that we have item level description for anything 
that is digitized, if it does not fit the collection’s processing and 
arrangement; is this true for you?
9. Within a finding aid, how would you arrange A/V material? 
a. Do you create a separate sub-series or series? 
b. Do you integrate description of A/V materials into the description of 
corresponding analog/paper materials
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c. Do you use the same level of description for A/V and analog/paper 
materials? 
d. How is the finding aid arranged and does it facilitated user access? 
10. How does the arrangement facilitate the user in making connections between A/V 
and paper materials? 
11. Does the arrangement allow the user to discover the audiovisual material both 
efficiently and effectively? 
a. Does item-level A/V description inflate the important of the A/V material? 
i. For example, only paper that is very important is processed at the 
item-level and if it is not important enough to know document by 
document, then it is done at a higher level; is this true for you/your 
institution? 
b. Does the item-level inventory within the finding aid help or harm users 
understandings of what is contained within the A/V materials? How so? 
i. Do you think users get lost in large mixed-format/material/media 
collection finding aids when item-level A/V description is present? 
ii. Should A/V be described in the aggregate? Why or why not? 
12. Are there issues with institutional inconsistencies in processing, arrangement and 
description of mixed-material/format/media collections? 
a. Specifically, how does this affect A/V materials? 
b. Should users expect the same thing from institution’s finding aids when it 
comes to description and arrangement? Should finding aids be a universal 
tool? Should finding aids display information in the same ways—
including the levels of description of A/V materials? Why or why not?
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Appendix B: Research Questions 
1. Does the processing strategy and intellectual arrangement of mixed media 
collections effect the discoverability of audiovisual materials? If so, why are 
institutions doing it?  
2. Do they process audiovisual and paper materials at the same time or do they 
divide these into two processes?  
3. Do they process the items individually or do they treat them at the file, folder, 
sub-series, series or box level?  
4. How do they make these processing decisions?  
5. How do archivists then intellectually arrange mixed media collections in a 
collection guide or finding aid? 
6.  Do they use the same level of description for paper and audiovisual materials? 
Why or why not?  
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